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ABSTRACT
STRONG BLACK WOMAN: AN EXAMINATION OF CULTURAL IMAGES OF
BLACK WOMEN
(Under the direction of Dr. Natalie Schroeder)

Through literary works and life experiences and in an effort to dispel negative
images, an unrealistic image of a strong black woman has been presented to society. As a
black woman surrounded by black women who have attempted to personify this
superwoman image, and more importantly as a black woman who has been encouraged to
adopt this image, I have done research to discover if this woman truly exists. I have read
a number of literary works that span over the entire twentieth century, examined cultural
and psychological studies relevant to the black woman. I also did research on the
adversities and stressors of black women. Upon examination of this information I have
found that the image of the strong black woman is truly that—an image. This superficial
character is expected to be a supermother, superlover, superfriend, supersister—an all
around superwoman. Even in fiction, the most ideal character is incapable of completing
all of these tasks. In an effort to fulfill this image, the black woman tends to forget her
own abilities and limitations. Though the black woman has conquered and overcome
many adversities, she has yet to disassociate herself by choice, if this is her choice, from
this image. Until society, especially black women, begin to accept that they are not and
do not have to be superhuman, they will constantly be regarded as infallible and never be
allowed to falter or even to choose a different path.

PREFACE
All of my life, I have been surrounded by strong black women. These were
women who faced adversities such as the Great Depression, direct racism, sexism,
domestic violence, rape, single parenthood, the responsibility of caring for elderly parents
cind sick children, and untimely deaths. I have heard stories of how they “had been
through the storm and rain, but made it with only [themselves] and the help of Jesus
Christ, our Lord.

I saw women who depended on no one, but who always managed to

make everything work. They taught me the importance of working diligently and told

me

of the rewards that accompany dedication of the mind, body, and spirit. My mothers
instilled in me the necessity of self-reliance, the inability to quit “in my tiresome
journey,” and an everlasting appreciation for “all that the Lord had blessed [me] with.
Trying to live by these ideals helped me to gain and make the most of many
opportunities, and I carried them with me 2ind referred to them in all aspects of my life.
For these women, their struggles, and their ideas, I am eternally grateful, and I wanted to
do something to show them my appreciation. As a result, I decided to write a thesis that
would be dedicated to them and to women like them, which explored this amazing, yet
seemingly inherent inner strength. I needed to know the origins of these characteristics
that I had seen in so many black women and its effects upon these women and those who
surrounded them.
When I first began this project, I had many questions about this image of the
strong black woman. I had encountered the image, had even been encouraged to embrace
and exemplify it, but I often had difficulty reaching the inner personal goals that seem to
naturally accompany it. After exploring the image of the strong black woman,I began to
wonder “What does it really mean to be a strong black woman? Who is she? Where is
she, and how does one become her? What are the benefits and downfalls of being this
strong black woman, and what or who drives her to be this woman? Does she really
exist?”

VI

The “strong black woman” is a culturally defined image that is not unique to the
women with whom I am familiar. “She’s a strong black woman!,” is a very common
phrase heard daily and used to identify many black women. The phrase can be heard in
songs such as Betty Wright’s “No Pain, No Gain,” seen on television shows like “The
Cosby Show,

44

The Parkers,” and ‘Thea,” read in poems like Mari Evans’s “Strong

Black Woman,” and identified in numerous literary characters like Zora Neale Hurston’s
Janie in Their Eyes Were Watching God, Maya Angelou’s grandmothers in IKnow Why
the Caged Bird Sings and Bebe Moore Cambell’s Ida in Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine. The
strong black woman is all giving. According to Mari Evans,she is “strong beyond all
definition, assailed, impervious, indestructible”
(http://www.math.buffalo.edu/~sww/poetry/evans_mari.html). The strong black woman
can offer love, comfort, discipline, nurture, passion, intelligence and much more. She is
the best daughter, mother, lover, aunt, sister, teacher, friend, and adversary even if this
calls for leaving her own needs unmet. In all of this, through all these roles, she survives
and is victorious. She is a superwoman. As a result, for many years black women have
been attempting to be the strong black woman. She appears in many facets of life;
however, unlike many images associated with the black race, this image is not totally
imposed upon the black woman by white people. Instead, this cultural image is
acknowledged, accepted, and often imposed upon black women by black society.
According to K. Sue Jewell, the examination of cultural images is essential
because images, especially cultural images, reflect “status, availability, accessibility and
acquisition of resources by various groups in society”(31). They reveal the importance
of a group to society as compared to other groups. Cultural images testify to the common
belief about the social, personal, and economic worth of a group and their ability to
contribute positively to society. Whether tme or false, cultural images often lead to
stereotypes that are easily adopted and imposed upon all who belong to the group. The
expectations that therefore accompany the group, accompany each individual within that

Vll

group (Jewell 31). With this information in mind, I set out to examine the origins,
mecinings, and effects of the current images of black women.
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Chapter 1
Introduction: From Whence She Came
Critics have shown that the image of the strong black woman did not begin as the
image that is now often displayed. Instead images of black females, which originated
during slavery, were at first extremely negative and have since evolved to the image that
exists today. According to a seven-year study conducted by Jacqueline D. Skillem
Jackson, the following are myths and stereotypes most commonly held about black
women:
They are competent only in the kitchen and bedroom, are unclear of the real
meaning of life by virtue of being African-American, are domineering, are always
ventilating, are castrating, are superwomen, are competitive, are distrustful, are
disrespectful, are all alike, are unable to hold positions of responsibility, are
paranoid, are too independent, are hard headed, cannot teach them anything, are
victims, are too possessive, do not appreciate good treatment; must be shown who
is boss.(91)
These stereotypes are not only caused by the myth of the strong black woman, but many
of them stem from the first images created for black woman, They include, but are not
limited to the Mammy, Aunt Jemima, Sapphire, Jezebel or Bad Black Girl, and the strong
black woman. According to Jewell and many other psychologists and sociologists, one of
the first and most long lasting images of black women is the Mammy figure. This image
\
was developed in the South during slavery, but has since appeared throughout the United
States, becoming one of the most accepted images for the representation of black women.
Mammy can be seen in many facets of life. She has appeared in literature, print, and
media serving as the norm for black female adults for about a century.

Mammy
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As documented by Trudier Harris’s Saints Sinners Saviors, the image of Mammy
appeared first on screen in the controversially racist film Birth ofa Nation. This film,
featuring white actresses decorated with black face and heavily padded to add pounds to
their breasts and buttocks, birthed an image of black women that was greeted with
unparalleled acceptance in the white community and forced upon black actresses in later
years. This image painted an unattractive picture, according to popularly accepted
American beauty standards. She is always extremely dark skinned when fair skin

was

looked upon as beautiful. She weighs at least 200 pounds and wears bright red lipstick
that makes her look like a buffoon, stripping her of any traditional femininity or
sexuality. Additionally, she is one-dimensional and unintelligent. Birth ofa Nation also
did her the injustice of locking her into only a few roles. She is portrayed as an
unsatisfied and overbearing mother and wife, while remaining a happy and loyal servant
(13).
Mammy began to appear through black actresses in the early 1900s. One film to
feature this character, according to Donald Bogle, is the 1914 Coon Town Suffragettes.
This comedy is about “a group of bossy mammy washerwomen who organize a militant
movement to keep their good-for-nothing husbands at home”(9). This movie exhibits
the typical physical and emotional characteristics of Mammy. Physically, she mirrors the
popularly accepted version of black women. In addition to this, these films capture
numerous mental and emotional characteristics of Mammy. Through her cunning plans
against her husband, we see her ability to be possessive and more intelligent than her
male counterpart, and her typical interaction with other African-Americans paints her as
the domineering and matriarchal character that Jewell observes throughout her
examination of the Mammy image.
In the 1930s, Mammy reached a new popularity height. During this time, Hattie
McDaniel became the greatest actress to portray the mammy image through films such
The Gold West, The Story of Temple Drake, Saratoga, and Gone with the Wind. Time
and time again, she exemplified a robust matriarchal figure who takes care of the family
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at any cost and handles problems that arise in the house; however,she was never silent in
doing so. She spoke her mind to the fullest and expressed anger and discontent while
remaining light and humorous. McDaniel was often criticized for portra)dng the
unrepresentative and negative images of black women. However,she replied “Why
should I complain about making seven thousand dollars a week playing a maid? If I
didn’t I’d be making seven dollars a week actually being one!”(Bogle 92). McDaniel
starred in big name movies beside big name actors who were seen by large, audiences,
further perpetuating the image of mammy as a common and true depiction of black
women.
While there were many different reactions to the manuny image, the most
prevalent among black woman seemed to be one of disgust and rejection of the
unrepresentative image. The basis on which this image was developed was false and
deceitful. As seen in many slave narratives, slavery was indeed cruel and inhuman, and
many servants were not happy with their “stations in life.” Dorothy Sterling’s We Are
Your Sisters features many accounts which contradict the positive conditions that the
mammy image portrayed. One slave recounts,
It don’t make no difence is you bi or I’il, you better keep up or de drivers bum
you up with de whip, sho’nough. Sometime I gits so tired come night, I draps
right in de row and gone to sleep. Den de driver come’long and, wham dey cuts
you’ cross de back with de whip and you wake up when it lights on you, yes, suh!
Bout nine o’clock dey hollers, “cotton up” and dat de quittin’ signal. We goes

to

de quarters and jes’drap on de quarters and on de bunk and go to sleep with nothin
to eat.(14)
Unlike the image that the mammy provides, this woman does not sound happy or healthy.
Another slave recalls “I worked in de house for old Miss, and we had plenty to do and
plenty to eat. When de white folks was through eatin’, I got a pan and got de grub, and
set on de floor and et it. Oh Lordee, but I worked hard since I was twelve years old”
(16). The conditions that accompany the mammy image can easily lead one to believe
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that her duties are not very far from that of white women; however, according to this
slave girl's tale, her place was distinctly lower and her life and duties distinctly harder
than her white mistress’s position.
Sterling also dispels the popular, yet incorrect image that black women are
unintelligent as displayed in many manifestations of the mammy. A section of the work
focuses on and features a number of highly intelligent black women. One black woman,
Mary Ann Shadd, writes to black men:
The self-called “prominent” colored men, who are everlastingly growling at,
hating, or toasting one another, except, when peacock-like, call public attention to
their individual merits, and high importance. The constant whirr and din about
status. positions,” gentlemanship, and influence, have so addled the brains of our
young people in both countries-and hoary headed me also-so many brilliant
moths and “wandering stars” infest us, that the weightier matters of life are
despised by the majority. Better far to have a class of sensible industrious woodsawyers, than of conceited poverty-starved lawyers, superficial professors,

or

conceited quacks.(171)
So one might wonder, where did the image originate, and why was it so well
accepted. According to Jewell, the mammy image originates from the domestic duties
that many female slaves were forced to perform. These duties included working in fields,
caring for children of masters, caring for children of slaves, cooking, cleaning, caring for
their families, and any other duties that might surface on a plantation. Not only were they
often required to complete the physically demanding duties of slavery, but they

were

subject to the same brutality that was often imposed upon men. Many slave accounts tell
of the ability of female slaves to work like men and take beatings equal to those given to
men. This often dehumanized black women; and in some instances, set them apart as
unattractive and asexual beings. In all depictions of Mammy,on the other hand, she is
seen as happy with her duties, like caring for the families that could and are often
performed by women of higher classes. This is often portrayed as Mammy’s main
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responsibility, but, unlike white women,she is expected to perform these duties for her
master’s family for little to no money. Mammy is always depicted as content and even
happy with her “station in life, She tends to have a positive relationship with her boss or
master, understanding that he is her superior(30).
Jewell implies that the mammy image is always portrayed with definite physical
images to justify slavery or menial roles for black women. She asserts that “[Mammy]is
portrayed as an obese African American woman,of dark complexion, with extremely
large breasts and buttocks and shining white teeth visibly displayed in a grin (39). These
specific characteristics are very important because they carry underlying, but very
powerful connotations. Mammy’s stature is extremely large and disproportional for
specific reasons. First, in American culture, women of large stature are considered
matronly and humorous. Making Mammy extremely overweight suggests that she is
content with her position in life and further strengthens the argument that slavery was not
a cruel and dehumanizing institution.
Another characteristic that suggests her supposed happiness was Mammy s wide
grin. Her wide, healthy smile helps to show the "kind" treatment of slaves. During
slavery, the cleanliness and health of slaves was often determined by the condition of
their teeth. Mammy’s proud display of her beautiful, white grin proves that she was not
only happy, but in great health. Mammy’s continuous grinning also cames a negative
connotation. Many times. Mammy’s grin is highly inappropriate, leading to the belief
that she is “unclear about the real meaning of life by virtue of being African-American
(Collins 91). This lack of intelligence further justifies her just place as a servant

or a

slave.
Mammy’s breasts and buttocks, also carry double meanings. These physical
characteristics are generally viewed as highly erotic for American men. However,in
Mammy’s case, her features are extremely exaggerated, completely removing her from
the realm of sexual attraction into the position of nurturer or giver of life. Jewell points
out that Mammy was made fat to refute the idea of white masters being sexually attracted
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to and therefore taking advantage of female slaves. It also transfers any blame for a
sexual relationship between the master and servant since her physical characteristics are
naturally undesirable to him (Jewell 37-42). According to Donald Bogle, actresses such
as Hattie McDaniel who portrayed the Manuny image werO forced to maintain obese
statures of 200 pounds or more (124).
J ackson states that there are many characteristics that are often attributed to and
with black women. Many of these characteristics can be seen in the Manuny image,
They include the belief that black women. are competent only in the kitchen and
bedroom,.. . are domineering, are castrating, are all alike, are unable to hold positions of
responsibility, are fat, are matriarchal, have a lot of children, are happy,[and] enjoy
taking care of others” (91-92). These early depictions of black women can best be seen in
the media and films of the early twentieth century. While the mammy image has been
abandoned in film, it has not totally disappeared from screen. Versions of Mammies can
be still be seen in reruns of 1970s television shows like “Good Times,” “The Jeffersons,
and “Gimme A Break.

Florida Evans from “Good Times,” played by Ester Rolle,

worked as a domestic servant outside the home; however the focus of the show was on
home activities, making it more positive than its predecessors. Likewise, Louise
Jefferson, the black wife in “The Jeffersons,” is featured as an overweight,jovial
housewife, except of course when she scolds her husband.

Aunt Jemima
The second image to emerge and personify black women is the Aunt Jemima
image that grew from the mammy image and continues to be seen on pancake boxes
around the world. She is an exact replica of Mammy physically; however, unlike
Mammy,she is limited to cooking only, and she is always jolly. She is extremely
religious, relying only on God and herself for a support system. Aunt Jemima is a very
subservient character who understands her place and never steps out of it. She loves her
master and would never challenge or disobey him or her (Jewell 44).

iL.
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According to Donald Boogie,some of the best depictions of Aunt Jemima are
apparent in film and media through Louise Beavers’s playing the role of Aunt Jemima
throughout the 1930s in films such as Annabelle’s Affairs, Divorce in the Family, and She
Done Him Wrong. Beavers’s most memorable role as Aunt Jemima occurred in her
depiction of Delilah in the 1934 Imitation ofLife. In this role, Beavers shows many
characteristics of Aunt Jemima, namely her mastery of the kitchen and her benevolence
and loyalty to her employer. This movie is about a black woman and a white woman
who each have a daughter and who are struggling to survive. By chance they meet, and
Delilah, the black woman,decides to live with Miss Bea,the white woman. While they
struggle at first, they become prosperous due to a family pancake recipe passed down

to

Delilah through the generations. Miss Bea decides to market the product and offers
Delilah twenty percent. Miss Bea explains,“Now Delilah, you’re going to be rich.
You’ll be able to move away and buy yourself a nice house.” To which Delilah replies,
'You gonna send me away? Don’t do that to me. How I gonna take care of you and Miss
Jesse if fs away? I’s yo’ cook. You kin have it. I makes you a present of it”(Boogie
57). These lines, like all of the others through out this film, play heavily into the false
image that a black woman who works all her life as a servant is content with this position.
Additionally, even when given the opportunity to rise above the traditional roles for black
women, she would rather remain loyal and dependent upon her white boss.
Much like the mammy image. Aunt Jemima is not an accurate depiction of black
women. While a great percentage of black women worked as domestic servants during
this time, not all did, and certainly not all of them were jolly and happy like Delilah.
Some servants are portrayed differently in the black literature of the time. Ann Petry's
Lutie Johnson in The Street is a domestic servant who works for The Chandlers, a
prosperous young white family that treats her well. She is respected for the most part,
paid well, and lives well there. However,she cannot ignore the dividing wall that exists
between black and white women and that is perpetuated through the servant/mistress
relationship. Lutie despises her position in life as seen in the feelings she harbors when
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Mrs. Chandler tells Lutie in "her voice high, clipped, carrying, as she said. Til see you on
Monday, Lutie’
And it never failed to stir resentment in Lutie. She argued with herself about it.
Of course, she was a maid. She had no illusions about that. But would it hurt
Mrs. Chandler just once to talk at that moment of parting as though, however
incredible it might seem to anyone who was listening, they were friends? Just two
people who knew each other and to whom it was only incidental that one of them
was white and the other black?(51)
This is the exact opposite of Delilah who begs to stay with her friend Miss Bea.
However, characters like Delilah, not more realistic characters like Lutie Johnson, were
held to be the representative of black women across the United States. And,she has not
disappeared. She can still be seen on syrup bottles, pancake boxes, and commercials
promoting the products.

Sapphire
The Sapphire image of black woman is a combination of Mammy and Aunt
Jemima: “The fierce independence of mammy and the cantankerousness of Aunt Jemima,
in conjunction with a proclivity for being loquacious, headstrong and omniscient,
combine to make up Sapphire”(Jewell 45). Additionally, Sapphire is defined by her
negative and domineering interaction with black males. She is a virtuous woman who is
pitted against a pathetic black man, affording her the opportunity to constantly attack him
with clever put-downs. According to Jewell, she is known for “telling it like it is” and
“telling her man off.

Though she is extremely sassy and constantly going off, no one

truly takes her seriously (Jewell 45).
In the Amos and Andy series, which aired during the early to mid 1900s, Ernestine
Ward played a Sapphire who became famous. There have also been more modem
Sapphires. Florence, the maid on “The Jeffersons” played by Marla Gibbs, is a hilarious
Sapphire. She works for a successful black family and constantly makes George
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Jefferson, her boss, the butt of her sarcastic joking. She shows little tact as she rarely
passes up an opportunity to belittle Mr. Jefferson. She is defiant, bitter, and extremely
negative in many of her other interactions with African-Americans; however, no one is
kept in line by her comments like George Jefferson. Like the aforementioned images,
this is not a complete or correct depiction of black women.

Bad Black Girl or Jezebel
Along with the previously mentioned image, there exists a “bad black girl” or
Jezebel image that features a girl whose sexuality is emphasized. She is generally light
skinned, and she has many “white characteristics,” such as long straight hair and thin lips.
She is beautiful to all who see her. Unlike the previous images, she is not naive. Instead,
she is very seductive and is able to capture almost anyone by virtue of her beauty. Her
tale is that of a beautiful, seductive, and highly sexual black girl passing as white and
falling in love with and winning the heart of a white man. However, the relationship can
never last because he finds out her true color. According to Donald Bogle, actresses who
personified this image include Dorothy Dandridge, who starred in Carmen Jones and
Lena Home, who starred in Cabin in the Sky and Stormy Weather(125-132). The bad
black girl has also appeared on television. In the 1980s sitcom “227," Sandra Clark,
played by Jackee, was a racy and highly sensual and sexual character. On every show,
she had a different boyfriend. That type of behavior from her was expected.
This image, like the others, further perpetuates unrepresentative and unfair images
of black women. Targeting young black beautiful women and displaying them

as sex

objects, brings a very negative connotation that is hard to live down. Beginning during
slavery, beautiful black women,or black women who attracted white men were viewed
as a threat to a stable society. The blame for all that occurred to them was place upon
them. If a white man slept with or raped a black woman,it was said that she induced him
in some way. Cases such as these led to the belief that black women were oversexed, and
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that white women must protect their husbands from these creatures. The Chandlers’
friends believe the innocent Lutie to be a bad black girl out to seduce Mr. Chandler:
Whenever she [Lutie] entered a room where they[Mrs. Chandler’s friends] were,
they stared at her with a queer, speculative look. Sometimes she caught snatches
of their conversation abut her. Sure, she’s a wonderful cook. But I wouldn’t
have any good-looking colored wench in my house. Not with John. You know
they’re always making passes at men. Especially white men’ And then,‘Now I
wonder-

.”(40-41)

Their perception of Lutie Johnson is incorrect. She is a respectable, mamed black
woman who would rather starve than be with a white man. The Chandlers’ friends
illustrate how the image or stereotype takes precedence and is imposed upon all
individuals who possess some of the characteristics of the bad black girl, including
physical beauty.

Newer Images
Since the mid to late twentieth century, on the other hand many black women
have worked to display a more positive and representative image of black women. This
movement was not seen in television and film until the 1980s. In the 1980s, Bill Cosby
introduced a successful black woman through Claire Huxtable, played by Phylisha
Rashaad. Claire is a successful lawyer and a dedicated wife and mother. Another sit
com produced by Bill Cosby,“A Different World,” also offers positive images of young
black women. They are of all shades of black, not just light, which equates beauty or
dark, normally associated with the less attractive, and they are beautiful, Cosby’s bold
step sparked a movement that would be seen in the black images portrayed in such
characters as Aunt Viv in The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air” and Eleanor in “Roc,” This
movement has led to the new and definitely more positive image, the Strong Black
Woman,

L.

11

Who is the strong black woman? Her role is best defined by Mari Evans’s poem
44

I am a Black Woman”:
I
am a black woman
tall as a cypress
strong
beyond all definition still
defying place
and time
and circumstance
assailed
impervious
indestructible
Look
on me and be
renewed.
The strong black woman is the mother of all and giver of life. She is able to take
on anything that comes her way without faltering. She is responsible for herself, anyone
who she loves, and anyone who needs her. When called on, she will answer loudly,
completing whatever task is given her without the help of anyone. This woman can and
does carry the world on her shoulders, while remaining nurturing, strong, moral, and very
beautiful. She is a superhuman who is not affected by matters such as lack of proper
nutrients, health care, or sleep. The woman can live through any and everything and only
be made stronger. Never does she complain; never does she need or ask for help; never
does she stumble along her life’s path. She was bom from the relentless pit of hell
known as slavery. She is the person who carried the race and nursed it back to health
after slavery and through injustices such as Jim Crow laws. This superwoman is the
woman who stood proudly behind her black race though the Civil Rights Movement. She
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was created in a effort to save black women from the negative images that had for so long
been plastered across movie screens, stages, television, and print. She encompasses all
that is strong, positive, self-reliant, independent, giving, needless, useful, etc. She is life,
and she is what many black women today are encouraged to be. Anything less is a
disappointment. Anything less is unacceptable, for she would be a failure to herself and
her community. The strong black woman has replaced the previously accepted images of
black women.
According to a black female university professor featured in Yanick St. Jean and
Joe R. Feagin’s Double Burden, many people believe and expect that middle class black
women ...come in from the office, put the briefcase down in the kitchen and have
dinner ready in twenty minutes.. .’’all without missing a beat(106). A black woman

IS a

superwoman who can handle with unusual ease countless situations that would be so
demanding as to overburden any other person in real life”(106). Many black women find
themselves attempting to live up to these standards imposed upon them by their families,
peers, and themselves. When this goal is not reached, black women are often considered
a disappointment to society, family, and, most of all, self since many have adopted this
burdensome label. The image suggests that all a black woman must do is work hard to
reach this goal, and it can be done. If she does not reach it, she did not work hard
enough.
Many well-known authors have examined the fatal character flaw of the strong
black woman, her insurmountable strength, as it affects those surrounding her. While this
aspect is important to examine because part of her strength is determined by her
interactions with her family, friends, etc., I am more interested in the effects of this
strength upon the woman. I plan to use literature to examine how women are affected by
their strength. First, if examined through generations, black literature mirrors the
sentiments of the black public in regards to many issues. This includes the image of the
strong black woman, its growth, and the physical, emotional, and mental effects that are
surfacing in black woman who have felt the pressure of this image for generations.
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Second, the overwhelming appearance of this single characteristic in so many works of
black literature testifies to the fact that this image is positively accepted and even adopted
by the black community. Lastly, I chose to examine this image through literature,
because literature plays a vital role in not only displaying the current sentiment of a
community, but it cdso helps to set the standard of the culture for the future. In saying
this, I clciim that the image of the strong black woman and all of the effects that
accompany it, positive or negative, will be directly affected by the light that black
literature sheds upon it. Black literature is often the voice of the people. Therefore, if
black literature does not recognize a problem, does not change a way of thinking, or
ignores a problem, this is often an automatic reflection of the reception and reaction of
the black voice and black people. This can be seen in many instances through black
history.
For instance, during the early to mid1900s, there seemed to be a unified call for
more rights among the black community. There was an undeniable need for change. Not
only was this seen in the streets, but even earlier, black literature supplied the public with
a testimony to the frustrations of the people. It could be heard in Langston Hughes’s
1951 collection of poems entitled “Montage of a Dream Deferred” in which each poem
screams of the injustices black people faced daily. During later times, once again we can
see this call for a change in the way of thinking in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye.
Morrison introduces each chapter with quotes from the Dick and Jane primers,

She also

presents constant references to the supposed white “normality,” such as the white baby
doll with blue eye and “Mary Janes,” a candy with the little white girl with blond hair.
Then, she uses Claudia, the narrator, to continuously challenge these ideas and norms.
We can easily see how one of the main focuses of this novel is to challenge the status quo
or the current view of a normal life—the white good life. She forces readers to open their
eyes and recognize that there is another world that exists outside of that perfect white
world, a world that the black culture knew and lived in daily. The literature that I am
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examining also presents the image of the strong black woman and mirrors the general
black reaction to this image.
The undeniable appearance, the repeated encouragement, and the unchallenged
authority of the strong black woman in black literature all show the overwhelming
acceptance of the image. I have chosen the works that follow simply because the
characters speak to me personally and mirror characters that I have encountered.
However, the stories and characteristics of these women can be found in different forms
in the majority of black literature.
1.

In the first section, I plan to use the works to show that the strength exists,
characteristics of women who posses it, the community’s acceptance and
encouragement of it, and the value placed on it. I also hope to demonstrate that the
strong black woman image lives through the generations because it is passed to
children by parents and the community to young women. There is no mention of any
it
other way to handle the challenges of everyday black life. The women who possess
don’t fail. While women exist in different forms, they all have strength.

2. Next it must be recognized that these woman have little choice but to be strong.
There is no challenge of this insurmountable strength or very little challenge of the
woman who possesses it. Those who are not strong are looked down upon as
different, less desirable or less respectable light is shed upon them. Those who don t
live up to it are failures and pathetic in many ways.
3. Lastly, while some of the more recent images allow for a more realistic strong black
woman who is capable of making mistakes and faltering in her duty, ultimately, she
uses her inherent strength within to survive. And, through it all, she learns from her
mistakes and is ultimately made stronger. The women survive and are better able to
live and cope in the end; this is what is pushed and encouraged.
One might wonder why we should challenge an image that is more positive than
the previous and that encourages inner-strength and self reliance. While these traits are
undeniably virtuous and desirable on the surface, we must consider the effects of

L.
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15

imposing this perfect image upon the women who must live by it. She often suffers
physically, emotionally, and mentally because she and others are only allowed to rely on
her for strength. She often has no other support system and no other emotional outlet.
She is denied to ability to break down,to falter, and she is certainly not allowed to fail.
This makes her strength stifling to an extent, as will be seen throughout the following
pages.
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Chapter 2
Stone Cold Strength
Black literature has given birth to many different images of black women. The
first images to appear in black literature paint a picture of a black woman with a super
human strength; dually, they portray cold or stonewall characters. This woman is faced
with many adversities; however, her strength never falters. She does not cry. She does
not break down. She remains the symbol of steadfastness for herself, her family, and
anyone else who requires it. She handles any problem or hardship, not only for herself
and her family, but also for the family for whom she works. Everyone relies on her

as a

pillar of strength; therefore, she cannot afford not to be this. She refuses to disappoint
anyone, including herself, by not being this, regardless of any potentially negative
personal effects. Therefore, in an effort to remain strong, to ensure safety, and to protect
her own,she often wears a tough exterior that makes it hard for anyone to break through.
An authpr who masters this image is Richard Wright in his portrayals of women
in Black Boy (1945). Wright’s depictions of black women through his mother.
grandmother, and aunt are absolutely amazing in that they totally encompass all of the
originally accepted characteristics of the strong black woman. They are superhuman in
as a
their abilities to handle the adversities that they face. They rely only on themselves
source of strength. They are the financial, physical, mental, and emotional support
systems of their family. They have an overwhelming, and sometimes overbearing,
Christian virtue that is undeniable. They are silent in their sufferings. They are poor and
struggling. However, their relentless strength often makes them appear one-dimensional.
One character depicted in this light is the narrator’s mother. However, our
introduction to this character is one that paints her in a very questionable light. After
eight-year-old Richard purposely sets their home ablaze, nearly killing members of the
family, his mother, Ella, almost beats him to death. While this act is very violent and not
a characteristic of the strong black women, her strengths can not be denied. Wright’s
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mother is self-denying and constantly giving. This can be seen as she serves as the
support system not only for her mother, but also her mother in law. However, Wright
makes no effort to point this out because this is expected of the strong black woman. For
as long as she is physically able, she provides support for others.
Later in Wright’s autobiography, his mother is forced to take this duty a step
further. Her husband abandons her, leaving her to care for their two young sons alone.
She has the responsibility of feeding, clothing, and caring for them without any help. She
is even forced to teach Richard something she knows nothing about—how to be a man.
Now that his father has left, his mother must work long hours and is not able to go to the
store to buy food before she comes home. This becomes Richard’s new responsibility.
However, he fails in his assignment because he is afraid of neighborhood boys who beat
him up and take his money. When he returns to his mother for protection and shelter,
instead of allowing him to give up, she forces him to face his fears. In doing this, she is a
I
I

L

source of mental and emotional strength. She teaches her son to face his fears and to rely
on no one in the cruel world in which they live. Richard’s mother knows that her son
must grow up and learn to defend himself because no one else will; and, since his father
is absent, she must be the person to teach him this invaluable life lesson:
“They b-beat m-me,” I gasped. “They t-t-took the m-money.” I started up the
steps, seeking the shelter of the house. “Don’t you come in here,“ my mother
warned me. I froze in my tracks and stared at her. “But they’re coming after
me,” I said. “You just stay right where you are,“ she said in a deadly tone.

“I’m

going to teach you this night to stand up and fight for yourself.” She went into the
house and I waited, terrified, wondering what she was about to do. Presently she
returned with more money and another note; she also had a long heavy stick.
“Take this money, this note, and this stick,” she said, Don’t you come into this
house until you’ve gotten those groceries,” she said.(19-20)
While, this must have been trying task for a mother, she does it, and we do not see her
flinch in her duties. She forces Richard back out of the door, giving him a weapon, and

18

demanding that he learn to stand up for himself and be a man. This is just one of the
many tasks that she completes without help as long as she is in good health. Another
testimony to the mother’s strength is her ability to continue to thrive through many very
serious illnesses. It is during her sick moments that we are introduced to “Granny,” and
we quickly leam that Wright’s mother is simply a product of her upbringing. Though we
do not see Granny’s direct interaction with Ella during Ella’s childhood, it is obvious that
more
the strength of the grandmother had an effect upon the mother. “Granny” presents
characteristics of the strong black woman than any other character in this work.
Granny lives a very hard life; yet, she remains an unbreakable source of strength
to
for all. When Richard’s mother is too ill to care for her children, the three of them go
live with Granny. Granny is now faced with the duties of caring for her bed-bound,
paraplegic daughter, her two grandchildren, including Richard who apparently has
behavioral problems, and her veteran husband who is somewhat bitter because he
receives absolutely no war benefits. Though these duties are undoubtedly trying for
Granny, she never complains about them; and as long as her family needs her, she is
there.
Not only is Granny responsible for the physical and mental well-being of the
people around her, she also feels accountable for their spiritual well-being. Granny is a
Seventh Day Adventist, and she raises Richard and his brother by strict moral standards.
Like any truly virtuous strong black woman of the day, Granny makes it one of her goals
in life not to falter in her duty to save her grandsons from the pits of hell. According to
Richard:
Granny made it imperative, however, that I attend certain all-night ritualistic
prayer meetings. She was the oldest member of her church and it would have
been unseemly if the only grandchild in her home could not be brought to these
important services; she felt that if I were completely remiss in religious
conformity it would cast doubt upon the staunchness of her faith, her capacity to
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convince and persuade, or merely upon her ability to apply the rod on my
backside.(130)
This passage tells us many things about Granny, her duties, and society’s opinions
of her duties. First, Granny’s insistence that Richard attend church prayer services is a
testament to the earlier statement that labels Granny as Richard’s personal savior. It also
speaks to the importance that religion plays in the life of the strong black woman and
those under her command. Second, the reference to the fact that Granny is ashamed of
her inability to “bring Richard to the Lord” because of pressure from the religious
community reveals two things. First, the importance of religion lets us know that the
strong black woman, if she is to be truly accepted, needs to be a religious woman,and she
must have the ability and strength to convert those around her. Next, this passage reveals
the power and strength that society places on the black woman and its belief in her ability
and in her duty to carry this out. If a group of people believe that both the physical and
spiritual well being of an entire family rests in the hands of a single person, then it is not
far-fetched to accept that the same group relies on this single person for most, if not all
other aspects of life. Too, Granny’s “ability to apply the rod” informs the reader that she
will accomplish her goals of being the woman that she and her society think she should
be by any means necessary. This includes violence.
Ernest J. Gaines is another author who easily adopts and repeatedly displays the
strong black woman who gives all, takes nothing, serves everyone, and loves the Lord.
same
Though his novels are written much later than Wright’s, by setting them during the
time period as Wright’s novels this early version of the strong black woman can be seen
in many of Gaines’s novels including the widely v&dA A Lesson Before Dying (1993). In
this work, he only presents three black female characters. Xante Lou is the main
character Grant’s aunt, and Grant lives with her. She cooks, cleans, and cares for him
daily; however, she is the head of her household making all of the decisions for herself,
her house, and Grant, when he £dlows her.
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Grant’s girlfriend Vivian also appears in the novel. She is not the traditional
strong black woman. Unlike Xante Lou and Miss Emma,Jefferson’s god-mother, Vivian
does not place special emphasis on her religion. She has a very active life outside of her
house and her children, and she is painted as a sexual being, something that is virtually
never seen in the more traditional characters. However,she does display other aspects of
the strong black woman. She takes care of her children alone, with no financial or
emotional help from anyone. She provides Grant with a support system though she is
never afforded one. Though Xante Lou and Vivian display some aspects of strength with
Xante Lou being the stronger by far, Jefferson’s god-mother, Miss Emma is the strongest.
Miss Emma knows that her god-son is about to die for a crime that he did not
commit. After he is arrested, she goes to his trial and listens as he is branded the killer by
the prosecution. Then, his defense refers to him as an animal, not worthy of wasting the
state’s time to kill. However, in the courtroom. Miss Emma must not show any
emotions; that, for her and many black women, would represent a sign of weakness. For
her, weakness is no option. She must remmn strong for her god-son and for all those who
might be watching and waiting to criticize. While observing Xante Lou and Miss Emma
at Jefferson’s trial. Grant comments:
Once she and my aunt had found their places— two rows behind the table where
he sat with his court-appointed attorney— his godmother became as immobile as
a great stone or as one of our oak or cypress stumps. She never got up once to get
water or go to the bathroom down in the basement. . . .She knew, as we all knew,
what the outcome would be. A white man had been killed during a robbery, and
though two of the robbers had been killed on the spot, one had been captured, and
he, too would have to die.(Gaines 3-4)
Although this woman’s god-son is about to die for a crime that he did not commit, she is
not afforded the ability to grieve in public. Even after the trial, we never see or hear great
emotional distress from Miss Emma. Her main concern is that Jefferson leams to read
and gains confidence in himself before he dies so that he may die like a man. Never is
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she selfish in her desires. Never does she lash out against society and how it is
destroying her family. Miss Emma is portrayed as a woman who always has had
difficulties and challenges, but who always makes it through without outside help. She is
the woman who is continuously giving and caring for others. She loves and ignores
herself and all that she might actually need, and this seems to be no more than her natural
duty. Negative light is not shone on the fact that so much is expected of her. The novel
rarely leaves one thinking, “That poor woman. What will she ever do? How will she
cope? She needs some help.” Through it all. Miss Emma has her friend Tante Lou and
her preacher as her support system no one or nothing more. Though she is presented in
intimate settings with both of these characters, we still never see Miss Emma show any
great emotion. It seems to be out of her realm.
The strong stonewall black character also appears in Gaines's short stories A
Long Day in November” and “The Sky is Gray,

A Long Day in November” features a

number of black female characters; however, one of the strongest characters to surface is
that of the Gran’mon. In an effort to protect her adult daughter from her husband,
Gran’mon aims a gun at her persistent son-in-law; and the narrator states, “I hear
Gran’mon coming out of Uncle Al’s room and I look at her. Gran’mon got Uncle A1 s
shotgun and she’s putting a shell in it. ‘Mama?’ Mama screams. ‘Don’t worry,
Gran’mon says, ‘I’m just go’n shoot over his head. I ain’t’ on’n have them sending me to
the pen for a good-for-nothing nigger like that’ ”(34-35). Once again, a black woman is
the provider, protector, and source of strength for all.
“The Sky Is Gray” is told through the voice of a little black boy who lives with
his mother, brothers, and sisters. His family is very poor, and his mother is struggling to
take care of them. One night, the boy develops a severe toothache that can not be
ignored. His mother is faced with the decision of figuring out what they can live without
in order to take him to the dentist. Once she decides what they can sacrifice, she bundles
up her son and takes him into town. The narrator looks at his mother and knows where
her mind is. “Right now it’s home-Auntie and them. She’s thinking if they got enough
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wood—if she left enough there to keep them warm till we get back. She’s thinking if it
go’n rain and if any of them go’n have to go out in the rain. She’s thinkin ‘bout the hogif he go’n get out, an if Ty and Val be able to get him back in”(83). Never does this
woman concern herself with herself. She does not think about her hunger, though she
does not eat all day. Nor is she willing to appear weak, which explains her refusal to eat
the food the elderly white couple offer her and her refusal to concern her son with her
monetary dilemmas. She is that black woman who repeatedly appears in an almost
heavenly, savior light in Gaines work. She is the woman, who other black women are
encouraged to emulate.
The stories and struggles of Gaines’s and Wright’s characters are realistic.
Women like them face the same situations in many autobiographies and biographies from
the earlier to mid twentieth century. However, they are at the same time unrealistic. Like
many works by other black authors, they feature the black woman as an untouchable
creature who can make it against all odds. She does not have or need a coping
mechanism. And, although it is apparent that she needs financial assistance, she often
does not receive it. However, she always makes things work. Additionally, none of
these hardships, except in the case of Richard Wright’s mother, seem to take a substantial
toll on her or her family’s mental or physical health. This is simply untrue. Even more
astonishing than the endless expectations accompanying this image is that its existence is
not simply a manifestation of a black male’s view about the duties of the black woman.
Instead, as we shall see it is perpetuated by black female writers as well.
One might question the motives of black male and female authors. As stated
earlier, the previously existing images of black women were extremely negative. They
presented very one-dimensional characters that existed to serve white people happily.
Black women were painted as fat asexual beings that were only useful as household help.
They were undesirable, uneducated, unintelligent, and their only possible use outside of
caring out menial tasks for others was to tame black men. In roles where they were not
the fat, happy, black mammy,they were scolding their “good-for-nothing,” lazy
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husbands. They were not painted in positive relationships with other black people or in
any profound light. Additionally, when black women were introduced as sexual beings,
they were portrayed negatively as the temptress of an innocent white man who could not
help but be won over by her exotic sexual power.
The move toward a more virtuous woman, whose task is not to serve white
people, but to love and uphold her own is no surprise. This was a valiant effort to expose
the public to an image of black women that would be positive, that would go
unchallenged by the white community, and that would contradict the negative images.
These reasons are understandable, and the authors were successful in their missions. The
new image features a respectable woman who serves in domestic positions only because
society does not often allow her to obtain other work. They are often strictly religious
and raise their children by these standards. They are more closely related to the true lives
of black women during this time. They are often left to care for their fanulies alone.
They are often struggling financially, yet they always seem to make things work. These
new images were forged to erase the old, and for the most part, they do so. However,in
doing so, the strong black woman hcis not become an option. The image has become the
rule.
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Chapter 3
Carrying It All
Another author who displays this demanding image is Maya Angelou in her
autobiography / Know Why the Caged Bird Sings,(1970). Angelou paints a beautiful
picture of a tough life filled with many interesting situations and unforgettable characters.
We are able to examine three generations of black women told through the eyes of a
black woman. Additionally, we are afforded the opportunity to see their generational
effects and their effects upon other family members and friends. In giving us her life
story, Angelou invites us into the actual life of the black woman,and shows us how she
handles different hardships. Furthermore, her reactions to these actions and situations
give us her opinion of these women; and, since she is a product of her surroundings, they
serve as a direct reflection of those surroundings.
One way that she successfully does this is through two very strong matriarchal
figures who personify many of the common images that accompany strong black women.
Maya Angelou’s grandmothers are religious and self-denying. They protect those under
their care while living difficult lives. Angelou’s paternal grandmother, the first
grandmother to appear, represents the more traditional image of the strong black mother.
She is a widow who has raised her children and continues to care for her mentally
retarded son. Additionally, she has taken on the laborious task of raising her son’s
children. However, she never complains about these additional responsibilities, and she
never falters in her duties. Like many traditional strong black women figures, she values
religion, relies greatly on God as her only source of additional support, and works to raise
her children in the same light. Her attempts to steer Bailey and Maya in “the Christian
way” are revealed in her sincere but hilarious prayer that occurs after Maya uses the
Lord’s name in vain by saying the phrase “by the way” which, according to Momma,
means by Jesus, or by God,[since] Jesus was the Way,the Truth, and the Light”(103).
Momma states:
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I never thought I’d live to hear cursing under this roof, what I try to keep
dedicated to the glorification of Our Father, you know the tribulation of your
humble servant.... Many’s the day I thought I wouldn’t be able to go on, but
you gave me the strength to see my way clear. Now,Lord,look down on this
heavy heart today. I’m trying to raise my son’s children in the way they should
go, but oh, Lx)rd, the Devil try to hinder me on every hand. I never thought God.
And cursing out of the mouth of babes... Father, forgive this child, I beg you,
on bended knee.(102)
Throughout her life, not only is Momma a source of emotional and moral support, but of
course she is the sole financial supporter. She must work to support herself, her son, and
her two grandchildren. According to Angelou, she is also extremely successful in her
business ventures:
Early in the century, Momma sold lunches to the sawmen in the lumberyard (east
Stamps) and the seedmen at the cotton gin (west Stamps). Her crisp meat pies
and cool lemonade, when joined to her miraculous ability to be in two places at
the same time, assured her business success. From being a mobile lunch counter,
she set up a stand between two points of fiscal interest and supplied the worker s
needs for a few years. Then she had the Store built in the heart of the Negro area.
Over the years it became the lay center of activities in town.(6)
Momma’s success was almost unheard of for her gender and racial class during this time.
She is a black female entrepreneur, a rarity in this setting. However, Momma simply
goes out into the world and does what she must do to make it without help from anyone.
And, it does not appear extraordinary to Maya. Making a way is Momma’s duty; she
simply does it.
In addition to being a source of emotional, moral, and financial support. Momma
teaches Maya how to deal with the prejudices and injustices of the world. Momma does
not tell Maya the secret to dealing; instead, she demonstrates through example without
compromising herself or the family’s safety in an unsafe world for proud or defiant black
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people. Momma’s reaction to the “po white trash” town children is phenomenal, and it
encompasses the pride and control that this strong black woman is supposed to and, of
course, does possess. One afternoon, Maya recalls, the children come to the store to
mock Momma, who was better off than them even though they were white. These girls
try all they can think of to agitate Momma. First, they mock her; then “they turned to
other means of agitation. One crossed her eyes, stuck her thumbs in both sides of her
mouth and said, ‘Lx)ok Annie.’ ...[Then, one did a handstand, and] her dress fell down
and around her shoulders, and she had on no drawers. The slick pubic hair made a brown
triangle where her legs came together”(31-32). Monuna kept singing, and although
Maya did not know how or why,she did know that Momma had won. Momma’s
triumphant reaction is one that Maya remembers for the rest of her life. While Maya
respects both grandmothers, it is obvious that she reveres Momma,the conventional.
God-fearing woman, handling an)^hing that comes her way.
Angelou’s maternal grandmother is somewhat different than the other strong
black women that have appeared. While she continues to make it her duty to take care of
the family, teach her children, provide emotional support and protection against harm to
all who need it, she is different from other characters. She is “God-fearing”; however,
religion is not a major focal point of her energy. She takes matters totally into her own
hands and handles them as she sees fit. This behavior in some instances might require a
job change, a move, or even the use of other people to obtain a desired end. Grandmother
has built an enclave of alliances with numerous influential characters, including police
officers and city officials. Her use of these allies surfaces after the man who rapes her
granddaughter is sentenced to only one yeeir and one day in jail, but serves no time
because his lawyer gets him released immediately. Instead of the less violent reaction
that we might have gotten from the more traditional strong black women,the narrator
hints that Grandmother’s influence ensures street justice. Maya and her brother Bailey
see this when a tall white police officer shows up at Grandmother’s house to make an
announcement:
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“Mrs. Baxter, I thought you ought to know. Freeman’s been found dead
on the lot behind the slaughter house.”
Softly, as if she were discussing a church program,she said,“Poor man.”
She wiped her hands on the dishtowel and just as softly added,“Do they know
who did it?

The policeman said,“Seems like he was dropped there. Some say

he was kicked to death.”
Grandmother’s color only rose a little. ‘Tom,thanks for telling me. Poor
man. Well, maybe it’s better this way. He was a mad dog. Would you like a
glass of lemonade? Or some beer?”
“No, thanks, Mrs. Baxter. I’m on duty. Gotta be getting back.”
“Well, tell your ma that I’ll be over when I take up my beer and remind
her to save some kraut for me.”(87)
Throughout the novel, we never see Grandmother in the positions in which we see
Momma. Her inner strength is not solely provided by God and renewed through prayer.
She is not reliant on or in anything that she or her tmsted few do not carry out, such as
the retaliation against Mr. Freeman.
Another member of the Baxter clan is Mother, and Maya makes it a point to
comment on her additional source of power, her beauty.
To describe my mother would be to write about a hurricane in its perfect power.
Or the climbing, falling colors of a rainbow. It is remarkable how much truth
there is in the two expressions “stmck dumb” and “love at first sight.” My
mother’s beauty literally assailed me. Her red lips(Momma said it was a sin to
wear lipstick) split to show even white teeth and her fresh-butter color looked seethrough clean. Her smile widened her mouth beyond her cheeks beyond her ears
and seemingly through the walls to the street outside. I was stmck dumb.(60)
This type of beauty is something that Maya has not seen before; nor, has she seen it used
as a form of power as Mother does daily in her life and her business dealings. This
introduces a new source of strength for the strong black woman. Mother also possesses

28

the resilience of her own mother. She curses, gambles, and has her share of boyfriends.
However, she is a strong black woman who does what she must to survive, and she has
fun along the way. She vows to Bailey and Maya that as long as she is slightly
intelligent, she will never be a domestic servant. “She wouldn’t bust suds for anybody or
be anybody’s kitchen bitch”(206). She has an attitude that explained the following
popular statement of the time, “Sympathy is next to shit in the dictionary, and I can’t
even read”(207). Maya explains that her mother had a business partner who had not been
totally honest and fair in his business dealings. Planning to confront him and anticipating
trouble, her mother purchases a gun and takes it with her when she goes to talk to him.
He reacts to her confrontation with a lash of the tongue as he calls her a bitch. She
warns, “I’m going to be one bitch, and I’ve already been that one”(208). He calls her a
bitch again, and she shoots him. Though she is nothing like Momma,she takes care of
Maya and Bailey when they are under her care without the help of any man. She is their
sole financial and emotional provider. She shows them a strength that they only see in
her and their grandmother. At the same time, she teaches and tells them that they do not
have to bow down to or for anyone either.
Grandmother and Mother differ from Momma in her attitude to religion, her
methods of achieving certain goals, and her overall outward appearance; however, they
both possess certain innate qualities that seem to accompany strong black women. Th y
are able to handle challenges like racism, Maya’s rape, and caring

for a mentally and

physically challenged son. Additionally, they symbolize a strength that is unique to black
women in handling these things. They possess a resilience that is absolutely amazing in
the face of challenges. This resilience is their strength.
While Maya is lucky to have Momma,Grandmother, and Mother and their
different strengths in her life, she is also graced with the presence of yet another strong
black woman, Mrs. Flowers. Mrs. Flowers represents the movement to a somewhat
different type of strong black woman. She is not as concerned with her own domestic
matters. For example, Mrs. Flowers does not sew, and she is one of the few black

29

women, according to Maya, who does not take time to learn this valuable skill for
women. However, she is not looked down upon for this lack of knowledge. She is more
I

closely related to a more contemporary woman. Also, though her belief in God and

I

respect for religion are present, Mrs. Flowers is not as religious as many of the past
strong black characters. For she thinks nothing about it when she conunents to Momma
about her sewing,“That is a very good job, Mrs. Henderson. You should be proud. You
can put your dress back on. Marguerite”(97). However, Momma’s religion never
escapes her as she replies,“No ma’ma. Pride is a sin. And ‘cording to the Good Book, it
goeth before a fall”(97). Nor does she possess the stonewall resilience that we see in
many of the other characters. For according to Maya, Mrs. Flowers giggled during
conversations with Momma. Momma never giggled in her life”(95). It seems that this
newer character type has less need to present a hard outside surface to the world. While
strength remains her number one resource and defense in the world,she is preoccupied
with new worries and duties, such as her career, social standing, and economic status.
This new type of woman is refined, proud, beautiful, well mannered, well
educated, and strong. Maya states, “It would be safe to say that she [Mrs. Flowers] made
me [Maya] proud to be Negro,just by being herself. She acted just as refined as white
folks in the movies and books and she was more beautiful, for none of them could have
come near that warm color without looking gray by comparison”(95). Additionally, Mrs.
Flowers teaches the young black women under her to be refined and comfortable with
themselves. When she hears of Maya’s rape and that Maya is no longer talking to
anyone, she takes her under her wing and gives her a new way to look at the world and a
new way to try to conquer it. When Maya closes herself off to the world, allowing
absolutely no one to communicate with her and tap into her inner most thoughts Mrs.
Flowers helps her. On a walk to her house, Mrs. Flowers tells Maya
Now no one is going to make you talk-possible no one can. But bear in mind,
language is man’s way of communicating with his fellow man and it is language
alone which separates him from the lower animals. Your grandmother says that
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you read a lot. Every chance you get. That’s good, but not good enough. Words
mean more than what is set down on paper. It takes the human voice to infuse
them with the shades of deeper meanings.(98)
This passage marks a new concept that Maya had never heard. The Strong Black Woman
is beginning to take on a new aspect. This new woman is the woman who begins to walk
through the doors that are opened by the Mommas of the world. She possesses the
strength that she has seen in the Mommas and that they have undoubtedly cultivated; she
also has the ability to obtain something more in the world, and she makes it her duty to
do so. However, she does not forget her people in doing so. Maya reveals that,
She said that I must always be intolerant of ignorance but understanding of
illiteracy. That some people, unable to go to school, were more educated and
even more intelligent than college professors. She encouraged me to listen
Ccurefully to what country people called mother wit. That in those homely sayings
was couched the collective wisdom of generations.(99-100)
Mrs. Flowers respects her foremothers, such as Momma,and she introduces the
daughters, such as Maya, to this new concept of strength and new way of thinking.
Maya Angelou is important in establishing the existence and acceptance of the
strong black woman and her evolution in literature. We see her grow from childhood to
adulthood. We experience all of her life altering moments. We also see her interaction
with different black women, her reactions to different cheillenges and different sources of
strength, the effects of each of these sources, and the collage of their teachings that
eventually makes her. She learns irreversible traits and life lessons from these women.
From Momma,she learns a love, fear, and an appreciation of God. She learns about and
appreciates the struggles of people in the South. Momma personifies the person whom
Mrs. Flowers warns her to respect and treasure. Mrs. Flowers gives Maya the precious
advice about the intolerance of ignorance and the understanding of illiteracy. She also
gives Maya a new understanding of words and language, thereby giving her the power of
a voice. She shows Maya a new kind of a black woman. She is a black woman who is
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enjoying the things in life that are generally restricted for black women. Mrs. Flowers
uses all that she has to get what she wants in the world, and she remains a lady, living by
all of the traditional expectations of a refined lady. From the Baxter clan. Grandmother
and Mother, Maya learns that she has the power to take matters into her own hands and
handle them if she must. At the same time. Mother teaches Maya the importance of
fairness, by being fair in all of her dealings. She also teaches her that nothing is ever as
bad as it seems. Through Mother’s calm and efficient reactions to Maya’s pregnancy,
Maya learns that she has to face her actions and their consequences and deal with them
accordingly
In / Know Wfiy the Caged Bird Sings Maya Angelou begins with a portrait of the
traditional strong black woman image that can also be seen in the works of Wright and
Gaines. She shows the virtues of this woman: her fervent belief in God and the power of
prayer, the difficulties that she faces due to sexism and racism, and her inner strength that
helps her to carry herself and those that she loves through trying times. Then, Angelou
moves from this image to show the existence of a woman who, though she does not
express the same passion for God,she does possess the same strength that helps her
through challenges in the daily life of a black woman. She is still strong, and she is
ready, willing, and able to take care of herself and her loved ones. She needs no help
from anyone; she refuses to bow down or give into anyone, and she uses all that she can
muster from the world to get by. She is a strong black woman by all definitions.
The images that Angelou provides are admirable and beautiful. Each of her
female characters possesses a specific strength and grace that the book seems to combine
and hail. It leaves the reader admiring these women and their actions and desiring to
possess whatever it is that they possess. These are real women. It does not seem too far
fetched to imagine living as they do, possessing the strength that they possess, and using
it in daily life. By the end of the novel, we even see Maya Angelou developing into this
woman through her persistence to get the job as a conductorette and her natural
development into a mother. The novel closes with a phrase that seems to be a life lesson
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for Angelou and the reader,“See, you don’t have to think about doing the right thing. If
you’re for the right thing, then you do it without thinking”(289). This phrase speaks to
many things and many people. However, it speaks to the black race, and especially to the
black woman the loudest. This novel tells black women that through all of the hardships
and difficulties in life, we have a purpose, and we have been equipped with what we need
to face and conquer these difficulties. All that we have to do is rely on this strength, and
we can and will make it through everything. It is a natural right, and as long as we go for
right, we will make it and will be able help those who rely on us.
While this is an encouraging message, it is a loaded one. It leaves little room for
some
a choice. It implies that by virtue of being a woman and being black, we possess
super strength and that it is our duty to use it. It gives no choice—only a duty, and every
woman in the novel fulfills this duty. But what happens if I can not? What happens if I
call upon that inner black woman strength, and it is not enough? One author who seems
to ask this question is Ann Petry in The Street. She presents the reader with a character
who possesses the strength, uses it, and tries everything possible, but still does not quite
measure up to what she should be.
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Chapter 4

Miseducation of a Black Woman
Ann Retry sets her powerful novel, The Street(1946),in Harlem during the 1940s.
This was a time and place very difficult for black people. The Civil Rights Movements
had not yet reached its heights, and black people found themselves excluded from many
opportunities. Black women were almost automatically sentenced to domestic work, and
many black men found job opportunities very few and far between, though they had
recently fought in the war. Ann Retry has all of these circumstances in mind in her novel.
As she writes, she uses the life of her main character Lutie Johnson to force her readers to
see the plight of black people, the endless circle that leaves black mamages broken, black
men Jobless, black women hopeless, and black children lost.
Lutie is a beautiful young black woman with many hopes and dreams, and she
possesses the drive to attain them. She married for love at the age of 17. But while her
husband Jim tries daily, he is unable to find a job. Lutie is left to find ways to support
their family that also includes a young son Bub. Lutie does not complain about this duty,
and it never appears to be too trying for her. First, she signs up to care for foster children,
and she works day and night to make everyone happy. She supports a faimly of eight
with money for a family of five. The narrator states, “She could hear the world ‘cheap,
‘cheap,’ ‘cheap,’ whether she was asleep or awake. It dominated all her thinking. Cheap
cuts of meat, cheap yellow laundry soap, yeast in bulk because it was cheap. They went
to bed early because it was cheap”(171). She is a very selfless woman, putting all those
who need her first—Jim, when they are married, Bub,and even her father, Pop. She even
goes as far as to defend their actions. She continues to provide for Jim though he has no
job, and she admits that she would have forgiven Jim for his adultery had he simply
asked. When Rop is caught selling alcohol out of his back door and can no longer afford
to pay his rent, Lutie invites him to stay with her, though she already has eight people in a
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three-bedroom house and her husband fervently disagrees with the decision. She allows
Pop to continue to live with her even after she loses her only source of income,citing
lack of opportunity as the reason for all of their problems, not the men. Then,even after
the children are taken away because of Pop’s alcoholism and wild parties, instead of
turning her back on him, she tells him that he can now move from the couch to a
bedroom.
After Lutie loses the state children, she remains determined to support her family.
She goes to work for the Chandlers as a domestic servant. She cooks, cleans, and cares
for their child for years, living only off the minimum amount possible and sending the
rest back to Jim and Bub. Additionally, she saves her weekly days off to go home for
four days in a row and to save money on the train. Even after Lutie and Jim are
separated, Lutie’s determination to make it with Bub does not waver.
She hunted for a job with a grim persistence that was finally rewarded,for two
weeks later she went to work as a hand presser in a steam laundry. It was hot.
The steam was unbearable. But she forced herself to go to night school—
studying shorthand and typing and filing. Every time it seemed as though she
couldn’t possibly summon the energy to go on with the course, she would remind
herself of all the people who had go somewhere in spite of odds against them.
... Four years of the steam laundry and then she got an appointment as a file
clerk.(55-56)
Throughout the novel Lutie remains strong and driven. While she does not appear to
value or have the religious determination of the traditional images such as those painted
by Gaines, Wright, and Angelou,she is a strong black woman. She is struggling to
survive and better her situation alone, and she realizes and accepts her duty to do so.
Lutie has a dream: “First the white-collar job, then an apartment of her own where she
and Bub would be by themselves”(56). Lutie decides that “the street” will not suck her
in. She will not fail. She will prosper and live a better life with her son. Lutie’s strength
is easily identified in her ability to survive all of the challenges that come her way.
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Though she wishes for help, she does not ask for it; and repeatedly, she comments about
how she alone will pull herself and Bub out of poverty without the help of anyone.
It is no doubt that Lutie has that innate strength that seems to be all that she needs
for herself and her family. Lutie works daily in an effort to move her son and herself off
of the street on which they live. This is when Lutie’s abilities as a strong black woman
and a mother are seriously called upon and challenged. While she is off working, Bub is
left to fend for himself in the afternoons. After Lutie refuses to succumb to her landlord
Sup’s advances, he plans to destroy her by destroying her son. Bub begins to work for
the landlord in order to help his mother save money. Sup tells Bub that he works for the
police and needs Bub’s help. All that Bub must do,is bring certain envelopes to Sup, and
Sup will take them to the police, but that the mission is top secret. However, this is of
course all untrue, and Bub is lured into mail tampering and thrown in jail. Lutie tries all
possible avenues to get the money to get Bub out ofJail. She calls on her inner strength
to find a way. When she realizes that she will not succeed at this, in a fit of rage she kills
the man who refuses to loan her the money. She then does what she feels is the best thing
for Bub. She leaves him in a reform school waiting for her. She does not do this to hurt
him, but to save him from herself and her tainted actions.
Lutie simply has too many obstacles against her. Throughout the novel, she
encounters one problem after another. With each new situation, she comes up with a new
solution, but the outside forces are greater. It is because of these forces that she does not
succeed. While she does possesses that innate strength which seems to come naturally
with her color, her color is also the cause of her problems. She faces direct racism as
demonstrated in her relationship with the Chandlers and indirect racism as she is affected
by the racism that stifles black men such as Pop and her husband Jim, making them
useless and leaving her with the burden of caring for all. She also faces poverty, as is
apparent through her shabby living conditions, and sexism and exploitation, in her
relationship with Junto, Boots, and Mrs. Hedges. Like the women previously examined.
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Lutie faces many difficulties in life. However,Lutie is somewhat different. As a result
of extreme racism, she does not succeed.
One method by which Petry points out racism in The Street is in detailing the
relationship between Lutie and her employees, the Chandlers. There is a wall that exists
between white and black people “which prevented them from mingling on an equal
footing (41), and Lutie is made aware of this when she lives and works in the Chandler
home.

She could see, she could hear, she spoke the language of the people in the

garden, but she couldn’t get past the wall”(41). The first hints of racism appear in the
acceptance of common stereotypes about black women and their sexuality. When white
people look at Lutie, they do not see a beautiful black woman who is simply trying to
work; they see a Jezebel who is out to seduce a good white man. Mrs. Chandler s family
and friends constantly warn her that it is not wise to have a pretty black woman around a
white man. Lutie observes that she faces this different treatment, not because of her class
or her sex, but because of her race. The narrator states,
She decided it wasn’t just because she was a maid; it was because she was
colored. No one assumed that the young girl from the village who came in to help
advances made
when they had big dinner parties would eagerly welcome any
toward her by the male guests. Even the man who mowed the lawn and washed
the windows and weeded the garden didn’t move behind a wall that effectively
and automatically placed him in some previously prepared classification.(41)
However, there is obviously a distinct division between Lutie and Mrs. Chandler. Lutie
constantly hears comments such cis that made by Mrs. Chandler’s mother: Now I
are weak.
wonder if you’re being wise, dear? That girl is unusually attractive and men
Besides, she’s colored and you know how they are—”(45). These comments enrage
Lutie. No one stops to consider that Lutie is happily married, or that she simply is not
attracted to Mr. Chandler. Instead, they make generalizations based on the color of her
skin and on stereotypes that they’ve heard about the sexuality of black women, and they
apply them to all black women that they know. Regardless, Lutie does not allow these
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comments to affect her work. She does not quit her job. Nor does she allow these
actions to force her to give up on her dreams of a better life for herself, her husband, and
her son. If anything, they encourage her to work harder to prove them wrong and to
place herself in a position where she can be successful enough to no longer work for
them.
An interesting aspect of this particular subject of the novel is that it points out
certain truths for black women of the time. Black women did not have many career
opportunities. The most common job of a black woman was that of a domestic servant,
and biographies of black women reveal that this was physically and mentally trying work
that many black women hated. Lutie loathes the job. She vows that “she wasn’t going to
wash dishes or work in a laundry in order to earn a living for herself and Bub”(55).
However, many women had no other options, and they refused to fail and lose them
sources of income because of prejudice from people like the Chandler family.
Sadly, another reality is that many black domestic servants had no choice but to
continue to work in the homes of white people because they had to support families from
this money alone. The 1940s proved to be a very trying time for black people throughout
the United States. It marks a time when many of them began to voice dissatisfaction with
their treatment in society. Many black marriages were ending in separation if not divorce
during this time. Often, even in marriages that were not broken, the black woman was
the most reliable monetary support system. It was very difficult for black men to get
work in the 1940s. The narrator states, “so day by day, month by month, big broadshouldered Jim Johnson went to pieces because there wasn’t any work for him and he
couldn’t earn anything at all. He got used to facing the fact that he couldn’t support his
wife 2uid child. It ate into him. Slowly, bit by bit, it undermined his belief in himself
until he could no longer bear it” (168). The government, however, had no problems
finding places for black men to fight during the war. But, they returned to a world that
still discriminated against them because of their color. Boots, Lutie’s friend comments,
“Because, no matter how scared they are of Germans, they’re still more scared of me.
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Tm black, see? And they hate Germans, but they hate me worse. If that wasn’t so they
wouldn’t have a separate army for black men”(258-259). According to the narrator, the
desolation of black people in the North is due to the inability of black men to support
their families and the subsequent masculinization of black women. Lutie thinks to
herself, “That’s what’s wrong. We don’t have time enough or money enough to live like
other people because the women have to work until they become drudges and the men
stand by idle” (186).
In addition there is another system that keeps black people down,and a prime
example of this is “the street.” The narrator comments.
Streets like the one she lived on were no accident. They were the North’s lynch
mobs, she thought bitterly; the method the big cities used to keep Negroes in their
place. And she began thinking of Pop unable to get ajob; of Jim slowly
disintegrating because he, too couldn’t get a job, and the subsequent wreck of
their marriage; of Bub [her son] left to his own devices after school.(323)
Initially streets, like Lutie’s, were a sign of hope for many black people. Black people
came there thinking that they were moving to a place full of new opportunities, where
new
they might be accepted and respected in the world. They often thought that these
places were lands where they would finally be able to prosper. However, over time, they
became places of destitution. The people who moved onto them, only seeking
intermediate shelter, seemed to somehow become stuck on them. Lack of opportunity for
black people sucked them into existences in which many black people just learned to
tolerate. The streets turned the black men into useless objects. Leaving them powerless
and broken. It forced the women to pick up the race and carry it on their backs, and
sometimes, it broke the women. After Lutie tries everything possible to save her son, she
thinks about the situation of black people on these streets and states:
Yes. The women work and the kids go to reform school. Why do the women
work? It’s such a simple, reasonable reason. And just thinking about it will make
your legs stop trembling like the legs of a winded, blown spent horse.

L
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The women work because the white folks give them jobs--washing dishes and
clothes and floors and windows. The women work because for years now the
white folks haven’t liked to give black men jobs that paid enough for them to
support their families. And finally it gets to be too late for some of them. Even
wars don’t change it. The men get out of the habit of working and the houses are
old and gloomy and the walls press in. And the men go off, move on,slip away,
find new women. Find younger women.(388-389)
Lutie attempts at all costs to break through the force that holds her down in every aspect
of her life. She works. She attends school. She sings at night. She teaches her son right
from wrong and works hard to protect him. She tries to help all who need her. She has a
vision and obviously has the drive to attain it. Yet, she does not succeed, and why?
because she is hindered by a racist society. All of her problems stem from racism. The
author never suggests that Lutie is expected to bear too many burdens.
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Chapter 5
In Our Space
The Warmest December(2001)is a riveting story about the ability of the heart to
lead and forgive even when the mind does not want to. Bernice McFadden opens her
novel using the powerful voice of Kenzie Lowe as Kenzie goes to sit at the deathbed of
an alcoholic and abusive father, Hy-Lo, who led her down the same path. This work
moves back and forth through time and shows the readers the effects of alcoholism and
abuse. Kenzie, who has reached “the bottom of the barrel,” is now working her way back
up. Though she once had a good job and a nice house,she now lives in the ghetto with
her ex-alcoholic mother Della. The frequent flashbacks that often occur at Hy-Lo’s
bedside unfold the story of Kenzie’s childhood and vividly detail all of the stories of
emotional and physical abuse that Kenzie suffered at the drunken hands of Hy-Lo.
Kenzie’s growth into maturity follows, resulting in her downward spiral into the same
addiction to alcohol that kills her father and almost kills her mother.
McFadden presents the reader with several black female characters—both
positive and negative. However, the most important and most well developed characters
are Kenzie’s grandmother Mable, Kenzie’s mother Della, and Kenzie. Through these
women, the author paints many pictures of black women. She provides three generations
of black mothers and daughters. While the main focus of the novel seems to be on the
debilitating effects of alcoholism on entire families, it also provides the readers with an
outlook on black women in a family setting full of problems.
Mable, Kenzie’s grandmother, is perhaps the most traditional of all three women.
She represents the strong black woman discussed earlier that frequently appears in black
literature. While McFadden does not place special emphasis on Mable’s religious
backgrounds or beliefs, Mable is similar to other traditional strong black women in that
she is faced with many difficulties. She raised her children alone and pulled her family
out of poverty. Though it is obvious that she needed financial assistance, she never asked
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for it, and for years, she did not receive help from anyone. Della tells Kenzie:“We didn’t
have nothing or no one but each other and it just wasn’t enough!”(217). While Mable’s
efforts did not provide a life of luxury for Della and herself, Mable had no other choice
but to go on doing what she was doing and working harder. She focused on her children,
and she did all that she had to do to help them prosper. Della recalls:‘There were nights
when I had to stay alone, nights when Mama had to work overtime, double-time or triple
shifts so we could have shoes or a coat or just a new pair of drawers”(218). Though
Della’s young life was rough, Mable did what she could to survive, and she was the only
support system for her daughter and herself for years. Even later, she continued to play
this role.
Mable was a savior for her daughter and her grandchildren. Each time Hy-Lo
attacked Della or the children, Della ran to her mother or Mable ran to Della. Kenzie
remembers how they called their grandmother at work, rode the bus to meet her, and then
waited for her to show up at a nearby cafe, pay their tab, and take them to safety. Kenzie
recounts: “I felt safe there at my grandmother’s house. There was never any yelling,
screaming, or fighting. When Sam, my grandmother’s second husband, laid his hands on
Mable, it was always an affectionate caress, not a punch or slap” (28). Throughout the
novel Mable offered to shelter her daughter: “Now I got plenty of room here for you and
the kids. You can stay until you get yourself together and get your own place or you can
stay forever, whatever is best for you. But whatever you do, don’t go back to that man!”
(24). Not only did Mable offer to take her children and grandchildren out of their abusive
environment, she was not afraid to stand up to Hy-Lo. After one of the regular fights and
reconciliations, Kenzie says: “they did not sit, Della and Hy-Lo, but stood like children
being scolded as Mable slammed her fist on the table in between the threats she flung at
them”(153). Additionally, she did not hesitate to challenge Hy-Lo or Della when it came
to the well being of the children. After learning that Kenzie had been accepted to a
private boarding school for girls, she warned Hy-Lo,“She will attend this school,
Hyman. If you don’t allow it, I swear to God I will go straight to Child Welfare
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Services!” (153). “You only got to hang in there for a few more months Kenzie.
September will be here before you know it,” she added (156). Then she reassured the
(((
children that she was there if she was needed at anytime: Kids, call me if you need
me,’ she yelled as we pulled away from the house”(154). Mable is the emotional rock
that so often appears in black literature. She faces many tests and trials and through them
all she survives. She is respected by all and unchallenged—even by the vicious Hy-Lo.
Della, Kenzie Lowe’s mother, is by no means the exact personification of the
strong black woman. Della was a beautiful black woman who fell madly in love with a
monster and became trapped in a vicious cycle of mnning from her husband to live and
returning to her husband to die; however, in her mind, it is exactly the opposite. Della
was raised in extreme poverty. She was the product of a broken family with a father who
never supported her emotionally, physically, or financially, and the financial deprivation
overrode all that she lacked. She remembers growing up in Mable’s house with hunger
pains so strong that she thought her stomach would touch her back. She tells Kenzie, I
didn’t have a father, Kenzie, and I went without everything. Every goddamn thing. You
think it was easy for your grandmother and me? We had a room, one bed, and one
goddamn pillow. I had to share a fucking pillow! Me and her for years. Cooking on a
hot plate, wearing hand-me-down clothes”(217). Della’s father left Mable on her own
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care for the two of them, and because of lack of money or additional support, Della and
Mable were extremely poor and lacking everything other than bare necessities. As a
result, Della grew up equating the lack of the conveniences and, at times, necessities to
the absence of her father. She was convinced that had her father been there, he would
have provided the stability that Mable worked so hard to provide.
Because Della grew up always without and the worse pains that she ever felt were
from the lack of having things, she vowed that her children would never feel this pain.
So, she married a man who if nothing else would provide some financial stability that she
could not. She stayed with him, regardless of what she personally wanted to do to

ensure

that her children would always have what they needed and wanted. While she never had a
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directly negative or abusive relationship with her children, she placed them in the
positions to be abused. After Kenzie, mistakenly accuses Della of allowing herself to
remain in an abusive situation, thereby putting her children at risk, Della comments,
“You think 1 allowed your father to beat on me? Well, if afraid to stay but more afraid to
go means 1 allowed it to happen, then you’re right. If trying to make a home for my
children—1 mean a good home for my children—means I allowed it, well I guess 1 damn
well did!”(216-217). Della did what she thought was the best possible thing for her
children. She believed being a strong woman and a good mother. In Della’s opinion,
succeeded. She reminds Kenzie:
You and Malcom had everything that I wouldn’t have been about to give you
without him. New bikes, roller skates. Oh, and let’s not forget the clothes! Did
you ever not have the latest style? What about that private school you went to,
Kenzie, what about that? Yeah, I know your grandmother paid some and you had
your little scholarship money, but where do you think the extra money came from,
the money that paid for the ski trips and camping equipment? The plane and train
tickets to Colorado, Martha’s Vineyard, and wherever else you begged to go with
those rich white girls, what about that? (218)
Della’s children never felt the pains of hunger that were so common to her as child.
When they wanted new things, she was able to buy them, and this was all because she
was with Hy-Lo, and she had him for financial assistance if for nothing more. Della,
however, felt as if she were sacrificing her own happiness for the sake of her children s
happiness. Angry, she states, “I did not want my kids to have to go without and you
didn’t! I did without so you didn’t have to. I did without a normal happy life so you
didn’t have to live the way I did before Mama married Sam!”(218).
Della lasted many years with Hy-Lo before she turned to the same bottle that
transformed him into the monster who blackened eyes, broke bones, and drew blood.
Kenzie remembers:
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[Della] had just taken a sip out of one of the daisy-printed water glasses; her
lipstick looked like a bloody fingerprint on top of the pale yellow petals of the
painted flowers. Hy-Lx>’s half-empty bottle of vodka sat open on the stove. I
watched her tilt that bottle back three times before she finally closed it up and
placed it back on the counter behind the container of sugar(95).
Unlike Hy-Lo, Della did not become a violent alcoholic. Instead, she became an absent
alcoholic. She began to cook less and less for her family. The meals she did prepare
gradually got worse. She spent her days watching television, refusing visitors or calls, or
sprawled across her bed. Though Della was a quiet alcoholic, when Hy-Lo challenged
her, she defended herself, fighting him furiously. As she thinks about her mother’s
addiction, Kenzie comments: “The bickering and fighting continued, and as nasty and as
violent as I had thought it was in the past, that was no comparison to what I had now
come to”(98). However, the most important thing about Della’s addiction, is not the
addiction itself, or the person who was lost in the bottle, or the person who was bom from
the bottle. Ironically her alcoholism helps to show one of the greatest signs of her
strength.
According to Kenzie: “Della was the only one of us that had just stopped-~no
therapy, thirty-day detox, or court order. She just woke up one morning and decided
she’d had enough. Della was the strong one, although it had taken me years to realize
that.

Mable’s strength is easily spotted and undeniable. Kenzie’s strength is not too

hard to find—not if you examine where she has come from, where she has been, and
where she is finally going. However, Della’s strength, one of the most enduring of the
novel, is a bit easier to overlook. Upon superficial examination, Della appears to be a
weak woman. She stayed with a man who beat her although she had the opportunity to
leave him to live with her mother. She gave up on a love affair because she was afraid of
Hy-Lo. She lied to friends, family, and the police for him. She relied on Kenzie for
strength. She placed her children in immediate danger all because she was too afraid to
leave him and lose her financial security. However, when the fear is examined, it is
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easier to see Della’s strength. Della stayed because of fear, but not a weakening fear.
She was afraid of leaving and failing. She was afraid of her children suffering. In her
eyes, she gave up what she wanted to save her children. She views her relationship with
Hy-Lo as a sign of selflessness.
Kenzie also reveals a lot of information about herself as she teUs her life story.
Though Della was successful in protecting her daughter from hunger and poverty and the
sadness of an absent father, she exposed her to more pain than she could handle alone.
Kenzie reveals horror stories of her father’s violence. In addition to having to endure
those horrors, she was forced to act and be a strong black woman. Many times she had to
call her grandmother to help her, her mother, and her brother. She called the police,
hoping that they would arrive and pull Hy-Lo off of Della before he killed her. Then she
had to tell them the truth about her mother and father’s violent history. When the police
asked what he was wearing, Kenzie was the first to volunteer the information. At the
young age of 14, she knew her duty as the provider of emotional strength in the Lowe
house. After asking Mable if she could live with her, Kenzie looked at Della and “saw
the fear that passed across her face. She needed me there; I was her strength and without
me she would crumble and he would win”(156). Kenzie admits,“What I wanted to ask
was, could I come home if I needed to. If Hy-Lo hurt Della real bad and I needed to
stand up in court as a witness to past assaults. If I needed to come home and be with her
in the hospitcd to make sure the nurses were treating her well, keeping the life support
unit well-oiled and working”(133). Kenzie also stood up to her father when her mother
would not. On one occasion, when Hy-Lo demanded that Malcom and Kenzie choose
belts to be beaten with, Kenzie challenged him: “For what?” Then as he grabbed her, she
yanked away from him screaming,“Get off of me!”, and as he dragged her to choose his
weapon, what belt he will be beat her with, she refused, and screamed,“Fuck you!”(139140). She was the adult of the house when family emergencies occurred. She was the
Mrs. Lowe whom the attendants asked for when they phoned to tell Hy-Lo that his
mother had died. Kenzie called on something within herself to deal with the abuse and to
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be the support system as long as possible. However,she eventually broke,something not
often seen in strong black female characters.
When Kenzie reached her breaking point, she turned to alcohol; and it almost
destroyed her. She recalls, “I drank to numb myself against Hy-Lo. I drank to numb
myself against the voices of my professors. I drank to get my head straight before going
to work. I drank to wind down before coming home”(178). Although she was one of the
company’s best accounting executives, Kenzie lost her job. As she stares at a half empty
Vodka bottle, she remembers her boss telling her “You’re sick, Kenzie, you need
help”( 177). Kenzie replied by vomiting on her boss’s “Italian leather pumps” and then
asking for another drink (178). She thinks about her inability to get another job because
she could not stop drinking long enough to have an interview. After being fired from one
job, an interviewer bluntly told her,“You smell like a distillery. Do you really think I
could consider you for this position? You, a drunk?”(178).
Additionally, she could not find love because she was always drunk. William, her
only steady boyfriend accused,“The only time you want to have sex with me,Kenzie, is
when you’re half-drunk and then you can’t even participate in it. Why don t you ever let
me hold you?”(179). Kenzie replies, “because I needed to be fucked, not held (179).
Though William stayed with her for almost one year, he became overly frustrated with
the rumors of her random one-night stands and her drunken outbursts. When he told her
to get out, she stormed out of his apartment naked and tried to hail a cab. She was taken
to a hospital, and there she began her involuntary detox and road to recovery.
After Kenzie embarked upon this new journey, she finally realized how bad her
situation had become. She found herself standing in a welfare line waiting to receive
$100 in food stamps per month and emergency housing in the ghetto for herself and her
mother. While entertaining a childhood friend and reviewing her life, she thinks:
A roach crawled up the wall and Glenna shivered at the sight of it. We didn t
have roaches when we lived on Rogers Avenue in the apartment or in the house
on Autumn Street. At those addresses we had had almost everything a
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midcllcclass income could buy. Here on Sutter Avenue,on the first of the month
we collected money from the state, lived in a government-run housing project,
and paid for groceries with food stamps. We had roaches here, and not much else.
(213-214)
It is in this situation that Kenzie is forced to deal with the toughest decision of her life.
She finds herself at the bedside of her dying father—the man who she blames for placing
them all in their situations—struggling to figure out why she is there and what she is
supposed to do. When Della learns that Kenzie is visiting Hy-Lo,she urges:“You want
to forgive him and I’m saying that even though he is your father, no one deserves
forgiveness less than he does. Don’t you forgive him, Kenzie, don’t you dare”(221).
Kenzie has despised and feared her father since she was six years old. She
remembers: “I had hated him so desperately that as a child I prayed for his demise more
times than I care to remember. I’d even plotted to poison him by spraying his favorite
drinking mug with Raid roach spray. In my mind Hy-Lo was a treacherous two-legged
insect that made sudden and unwelcome appearances”(6). When she first begins to visit
him in the hospital, she can not believe that he is dying and she has come to visit. And,
she can not imagine what led her there. On one of the visits, she states: My heart
stopped as I walked into the room. The chair was not against the wall but pulled close
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the bed, past Hy-Lo's toes, closer to his knees. The thought of coming that close to him
sent shivers up and down my spine”(31). On another occasion, she looks at him and
thinks; “I could kill him... Pull the tubes form his body or the machine plugs from the
wall. Everything would stop working and he would die and I would not have to ride two
buses to figure out why”(20). Throughout the novel, Kenzie struggles with this issue.
She is forced to do a lot of self-examination, and it is in doing this that she discovers the
secret behind Hy-Lo’s actions and finds it in her heart to forgive him. According to Nurse
D. Green,“Gwenyth [Hy-Lo’s mother] didn’t just beat those boys,she fought them like
she was a man—slamming them up against walls and choking them into
unconsciousness” (204).
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Additionally, “there were locks on anything that held food.
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She never locked up the liquor, though”(203). Gwenyth tortured her sons and turned
them into the alcoholics. By the end of the novel, Kenzie is able to “touch his cheek and
whisper, ‘Daddy. I know why you were who you were. It’s the same reason why I am
who I am’ ”(237). Ultimately, she realizes that she cannot move on without letting go,
and she decides that though he might not deserve her forgiveness, she will give it to him
because she understands.
Kenzie Lowe is a complex character. She is not perfect, and her inner strength
does not protect her and her loved ones from all hurt, harm, and danger. She has
problems. Kenzie is an alcoholic, and she must attend alcoholics anonymous meetings to
remain sober. She relies on them and the support system that she finds there. She
cannot do everything alone. She needs help. She falls. While this shows that some
authors are beginning to show black female characters who are not perfect, strength
remains the main characteristic. Though she is not traditional, Kenzie is a strong black
woman. Throughout her childhood, it is undeniable that she was her mother’s and
Malcom’s source of strength. No one in household provided her with an emotional
support system. She stood alone emotionally in the Lowe house, and she faltered.
However, she picks herself up and begins again. Although Kenzie realizes her
weaknesses, she also has her strength, and she learns to call on this when she needs it.
This is exactly what she does when she forgives Hy-Lo, hertestimony of selflessness.
By forgiving Hy-Lo, she displays some of the strong black woman aspects that she
already possesses. In the end Kenzie survives. She is working on her weakness with the
support of her group, something that is not seen before. She looks within herself to
forgive Hy-Lo, and she is working to support her mother and herself She will once again
assume what seems to be her rightful role as the support system and the strong black
woman.
Though most images of strong black women in literature do not paint pictures of
women who allow themselves to be abused, of alcoholics, or of women whose success at
being a strong black woman is examined or challenged. In Mable, McFadden presents
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the readers with the traditional strong black woman. Though she struggled in the
beginning, she raised her daughter alone. Additionally, she remained an emotional
support system for her daughter into adulthood, and she became an emotional and
physical support system for her grandchildren. Kenzie represents a newer image as she is
tested many times and fails many times. However,in the end, Kenzie succeeds. Last,
Della represents yet a different strength. She was able to and did give up everything for
what she perceived to be the well being of her children. She suffered emotionally and
physically, so that they will never have to go without. McFadden shows us women who
have problems—women who are not perfect like the many other black characters that
appear in literature. According to Della, Mable’s attempts to support her family were
often just not enough. According to Kenzie, Della allowed herself to be beaten by HyLo, and she alone put her children in a position to be abused by him also. Additionally,
both Della and Kenzie began to rely on alcohol for strength. While Della was able to quit
alone, Kenzie could not. She had to be hospitalized, and she needs the support of
alcoholics anonymous to continue her recovery. While some of these things might not be
looked on as positive personal characteristics, they serve a positive purpose in black
literature. They do not necessarily paint the black woman as a naturally perfect and
indestructible being.
Black women have problems. Black women are not indestructible. This is good,
because it provides another norm. While it shows black women who are not perfect, it
shows black women who all possess an innate strength, and who in the end are able to
call on that strength and survive. In the end, though their struggles are great, all of these
women make it. All of them are able to search within themselves to get through their
hardest challenges in life. Mable made it with Della alone. Della stayed with Hy-Lo,
dealing with him alone. Then, she quit drinking without any help. Kenzie, confronts the
devil that has tormented her all of her life, her father and his alcoholism. Then, she does
the unthinkable; she forgives him, and she does this all alone. They all have inner
strength at their disposal, and it is why they survive.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
This work attempts to serve as the often unheard voice of black women who
realize that this long accepted ideal of who and what they should be is at times unfair and
overbearing and needs to be questioned. Throughout this work we have seen numerous
examples of the strong black woman, representing different aspects of black women and
facing similar as well as differing challenges. As we explore the twentieth century from
beginning to end, we are bombarded with the fact that characters, attitudes, ambitions,
challenges, inhibitions, and even physical characteristics change with time. Even though
the strong black woman has evolved with the times, her defining characteristic remains
her strength. Our journey spans across this country introducing us to a variety ofimages
reflecting various economic and social statuses, religious beliefs, educational
backgrounds, and heritages that can be seen among black women,
^e begin in the early 1900s, with negative images that accompanied black
women from slavery. They include Mammy,Aunt Jemima, Sapphire, and the Bad Black
Girl
are
Jezebel. Then we move to male authors Gaines and Wright whose characters
somewhat unrealistic, stonewall, not presented as beautiful or sexual, but are able to and
do face and conquer all challenges. The characters of Angelou and Petry are at times
very much like those of Gaines’ and Wright’s. However, Angelou’s and Petry s
characters simultaneously represent a more realistic black woman—a black woman who
faces many challenges, is not perfect, does not value religion as the others do, but is
beautiful 3^nd sexual in her own ways, We wrap up with McFadden who introduces black
"'omen and literature to undeniable problems that are taking precedence in the late 1900s,
women is their
^“ch as alcoholism and domestic violence. The unifying virtue of these
,and
strength. Through all of their differences in location, class, physical attributes
challenges, they possess an innate strength that allows them to conquer all and
ubimately survive to be victorious. The only character that this does not happen for is
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Petry’s Lulic, and Pciry explicitly expresses that it is extreme racism, not a lack of
strength, that stops Lutie.
Each of these authors set out with a purpose. They worked to teU life stories,to
vocalize the plight of women who had previously been ignored and degraded, to give
acknowledgements to people who they had encountered,to address injustices that could
no longer be tolerated, and to call attention to issues that are colorblind to race, not
affected by gender, and indifferent to social and economic status. Many of these
characters are realistic representations of people that the authors had seen,such as
Wright’s and Angelou’s characters. Not only was the move for a more positive image of
black women seen in literature, but it was practiced by many black women. Authors also
use these works to speak out about political issues, which is done by Petry as she speaks
against the racial injustices of the 1940s. Lastly, there is McFadden, who uses her novel
to bring attention to issues that can affect anyone as she forces her readers to
acknowledge the existence and effects of alcoholism and domestic violence. It is through
the works of authors like Gaines, Wright, Petry, Angelou, and McFadden that black
women are no longer viewed only as Mammies, Aunt Jemimas, Jezebels, and Sapphires.
They have become women who possess an indestructible strength that allows them to
move across social and economic classes, to become the main support system for family
and friends, to knock down and surpass barriers set up for black men and women,and to
remain steadfast in their efforts against all odds,
^any of the obstacles that these characters face are tme interpretations of the
hardships of black women. The representations of the racial injustices, economic
hardships, sexual exploitation, single parent homes,chemical dependency, and much
more
^re accurate and warranted. However,ignoring black society’s demands on the
black Woman is not Never do any of these novels challenge expectations of a black
woman upon herself or her society’s expectations of her. These novels do not send the
reader

^Way questioning what is expected of this woman, what demands are placed on

her, or if

decisions are healthy for her and those around her. No it generally sends
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the black reader away angry at the mean world for what it has done to her. It leaves the
reader proud because she made it. It leaves him or her encouraged,thinking that she too
possess what it takes to make it. Or, it leaves one recognizing that the reason that the
character did not make it was because of some outside force, never because of her own
doings or the expectations placed upon her. When referring to Ann Petry’s The Street,
Coretta Scott King says that it is “a powerful, uncompromising work of social criticism.
To this day, few works of fiction have so clearly illuminated the devastating impact of
racial injustice.” She says absolutely nothing, however, about the challenges of the black
women that are imposed on her by black society. Though these authors have an
honorable purpose in these novels, it is obvious that their purpose is not to challenge what
black people think of and expect of black women. Again,I understand the importance of
addressing problems such as negative images, racism, domestic violence, etc. in all
avenues available to the black voice.
I am thankful to authors for using their talents to speak out and set new
standards. I am happy to have a positive image that I and other black women can aspire
to; however, it is essential to look at the texts and realize that being a strong black woman
is no longer a choice or something that we should aspire to be. It is a rule, and those who
can not live up to it are failures. Black culture has placed too many demands on the black
woman without giving her a proper support system or allowing another avenue for her to
choose. She is supposed to possess the strength because of the virtue of her skin color,
and though she may stumble, she must never fail in her efforts. Presenting an image such
as this and never challenging this image is dangerous for those who must follow in her
footsteps. It sets up an environment in which they are expected to possess a certain
strength and ability to survive simply because they are black and leaves no room for
anything less. This is an unchallenged and untamed expectation, unfair and dangerous
for those who can not do it all. However, this image will continue to go unchallenged
until more people, especially black people, realize that the black woman is not a
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superwoman. For ihc black woman this task will be most difficult to counteract until she
!
finds a bakmce between strength and practicality.
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